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ABSTRACT 
This presentation will deal with the transformations that have occurred in news 
journalism worldwide in the early 21st century. I will argue that they have been the 
most significant changes to the profession for 100 years, and the challenges facing the 
news media industry in responding to them are substantial, as are those facing 
journalism education. It will develop this argument in relation to the crisis of the 
newspaper business model, and why social media, blogging and citizen journalism 
have not filled the gap left by the withdrawal of resources from traditional journalism. 
It will also draw upon Wikileaks as a case study in debates about computational and 
data-driven journalism, and whether large-scale "leaks" of electronic documents may 
be the future of investigative journalism.  
 
  
Digital Media and Journalism: Glass Half Full or Half Empty? 
 
It is almost too easy to observe that the early 21st century has led to a massive 
transformation in both journalism and news media industries. A decade ago, when the 
first edition of my book New Media: An Introduction was published (Flew, 2002) 
digital media and journalism meant computers in the newsroom, using the Internet to 
research news stories, the online web sites of long established news organizations, 
and possibly the use of digital cameras to record your own audio visual footage. In the 
intervening time, the following terms have entered the language of news journalism, 
none of which existed in 2002: blogging, Twitter, Wikipedia, Wikileaks, citizen 
journalism, iPads, smart phones, YouTube and social media. The phrase “May you 
live in interesting times”, whose origins are frequently attributed to the Chinese, but 
which appears to have been a phrase circulated among English diplomats who claim 
to have heard it used as a curse in China1, must nonetheless apply to today’s 
journalism student navigating the digital environment. Perhaps we can use the version 
of this phrase used by the U.S. Attorney-General, Robert F. Kennedy, in his address 
to students at the University of Cape Town in 1966 as something applicable today: 
 
Like it or not, we live in interesting times. They are times of danger and 
uncertainty; but they are also the most creative of any time in the history of 
mankind. 
 
The transformation from the one-to-many mass communications models that 
dominated the 20th century, towards various manifestations of social media and 
                                                
1  On this phrase, see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/May_you_live_in_interesting_times and 
http://www.phrases.org.uk/meanings/may-you-live-in-interesting-times.html.  
participatory media culture has been widely observed. Among the terms we use to 
capture this shift include the network society (Castells, 1996, 2007), the networked 
information economy (Benkler, 2006), Wikinomics (Tapscott and Williams, 2006), 
cultural chaos (McNair, 2006), and the creative economy (Howkins, 2001; Anheier 
and Isar, 2008).  
 
A key feature of this environment is the blurring of lines of authority and information 
flow between producers and consumers of media, as horizontal and many-to-many 
forms of communication are enabled on the global distributional scale of the Internet. 
Among its various manifestations are: 
 
• convergence of media industries and content; 
• distribution of media content across multiple delivery platforms;  
• the globalisation of distribution of, and access to, media content;  
• an exponential increase in the amount of information and entertainment 
material available to media consumers; and  
• the rise of user-created content, participatory media, and the blurring of lines 
between media producers and consumers, with the rise of what Axel Bruns 
(2008) as termed the produser (c.f. Jenkins, 2006).  
 
While none of this would be occurring without the Internet and networked personal 
computing, where the level of connectivity and individual ICT capacity grows as the 
costs of access and the barriers to participation in this networked environment 
continue to fall, the rise of the Internet is a necessary but not sufficient condition for 
explaining these changes. According to Yochai Benkler (2006: 4-5) at least three 
other factors need to be considered:  
 
1. The rise of knowledge-intensive service industries (media, information, 
communication and creative industries) moving to the centre of post-industrial 
economies - these have always needed to be more flexible and agile than 
traditional manufacturing industries; 
2. The boost that the Internet gives to the co-ordinate effects of a multiplicity of 
individual activities and actions, or the network multiplier principle seen in the 
cumulative growth of available information online; 
3. The rise of peer production and sharing of information, knowledge and 
culture through large-scale co-operative efforts, as one of the key trends 
associated with what is termed Web 2.0, social media and the participative 
web (OECD, 2007), is the general impetus given to openness and mass 
collaboration more generally. 
 
In broad terms, the set of shifts from mass communications media to the emergent 
media environment in terms of media production, distribution, power, content and the 
producer/consumer relationship can be represented as follows: 
 
 
Table 1 
From Mass Communications Media to Convergent Media/Web 2.0 
 
 MASS COMMUNICATIONS 
MEDIA (20TH CENTURY) 
CONVERGENT SOCIAL 
MEDIA/ (21ST CENTURY) 
Media 
distribution 
Large-scale distribution; high 
barriers to entry for new 
entrants 
Internet dramatically reduces 
barriers to entry based on 
distribution 
Media 
production 
Complex division of labour; 
critical role of media content 
gatekeepers and professionals 
Easy-to-use Web 2.0 
technologies give scope for 
individuals and small teams to 
be producers, editors and 
distributors of media content 
Media power Assymetrical power 
relationship – one-way 
communication flow 
Greater empowerment of 
users/audiences enabled 
through interactivity and 
greater choice of media outlets 
Media content Tendency towards standardized 
mass appeal 
content to maximize audience 
share – limited scope for 
market segmentation based on 
product differentiation 
‘Long tail’ economics make 
much wider range of media 
content potentially profitable; 
demassification and 
segmentation of media content 
markets 
Producer/consu
mer relationship 
Mostly impersonal, anonymous 
and commoditised (audiences 
as target mass markets) 
Potential to be more 
personalized and driven by 
user communities and user-
created content (UCC) 
 
Source: Flew, 2012.  
 
So how should we interpret these trends? One way to do so is to consider them in 
terms of whether authors are optimistic or pessimistic about such shifts. To take the 
optimistic argument, Charles Leadbeater argued in We-Think: The Power of Mass 
Creativity (2008) that the current digital era is ‘a period of unparalleled social 
creativity when we sought to devise new ways of working together to be more 
democratic, creative and innovative … creating a collective intelligence on a scale 
never before possible’ (Leadbeater, 2008: 3, 5). In a similar vein, Clay Shirky argued 
in Here Comes Everybody that ‘we are living in the middle of a remarkable increase 
in our ability to share, to cooperate with one another, and to take collective action, all 
outside the framework of traditional institutions and organizations’ (Shirky, 2008: 20-
21). For Clay Shirky, the time has come to cast off the professional category of 
journalist, since everyone is now potentially both a media producer and a media 
outlet, and the ‘gatekeeper’ function has now become more about professional self-
defence than about quality or standards, and ‘what was once a service has become a 
bottleneck’ (Shirky, 2008: 69).  
 
In other words, digital media technologies enable potentially everyone to perform the 
practice of journalism, not just professionally accredited journalists. John Hartley 
(2008) proposed that the combination of new media technologies and globalization is 
generating ‘a society in which “everyone is a journalist” or can be’, as the right of 
everyone ‘not just to express but also to circulate information and opinions that they 
actually hold’ is an affordance that is increasingly enabled in this new socio-technical 
environment (Hartley, 2008: 48, 49). This democratization of journalism is occurring 
in the context of the rise of participatory media culture, defined by Henry Jenkins as 
an environment where media producers and consumers are increasingly ‘participants 
who interact with each other according to a new set of rules’ (Jenkins, 2006: 3), and 
where consumers are increasingly powerful in relation to media corporations, but 
‘only if they recognize and use that power as both consumers and citizens, as full 
participants in our culture’ (Jenkins, 2006: 260). 
 
Not surprisingly, such optimistic projections about a digitally enabled post-journalism 
generate more critical or pessimistic responses. In The Cult of the Amateur, Andrew 
Keen (2011) saw the rise of social media as ‘undermining truth, souring civic 
discourse, and belittling expertise, experience and talent … and threatening the very 
future of our cultural institutions … the real consequence of the Web 2.0 revolution is 
less culture, less reliable news, and a chaos of useless information’ (Keen, 2011: 15-
16). Others argue that argue that the industrial context in which digital media 
technologies are being introduced has been one where the hands of media 
corporations has been strengthened. The critical political economist Vincent Mosco 
argued that new forms of online and citizen journalism cannot substitute for 
professional journalism since ‘those telling the stories are not journalists … [and] are 
not trained in the craft’ (Mosco, 2009: 350). Similarly, James Curran has argued that 
‘the Web cavalry riding to the rescue is too small and without sufficient firepower to 
offset the decline of traditional journalism’ (Curran, 2010: 473). There are also those 
who believe that the impact of the new technologies has been overstated, and 
journalism will see through this wave of technological change as it has others. For 
example, Alan Knight (2008) saw the Internet as being on a continuum of new media 
technologies, concluding that ‘journalists will adapt to the Internet, in the same way 
as they embraced the telephone, the telegraph and the printing press ‘(Knight, 2008: 
123).  
The Twin Crises of Newspapers and Journalism 
 
The largest international study of the news industry worldwide was undertaken by the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development in its 2010 report 
Evolution of News and the Internet, (OECD, 2010). The following major trends were 
identified in the newspaper and print media industries in OECD nations: 
 
1. A significant crisis in the newspaper industry, arising from growing access to 
and use of a wide number of online news sources by news consumers, leading 
to a the decline in newspaper readership, and an associated decline in 
advertising and classified revenues for newspapers in most OECD countries. 
The global newspaper market experienced negative growth in 2008 and 2009, 
as the impact of the global financial crisis merged with the decline in 
newspaper circulation, advertising and classified revenues. In the United 
States – the world’s largest market – sales fell by 30 per cent from 2007-2009, 
and in the United Kingdom sales fell by 21 percent from 2007-2009; 
2. At the same time, it has never been easier to access news and information, and 
much online news is available for free. As a result, news consumption activity 
is rapidly migrating to the Internet and to other online devices. These trends 
are accentuated by: (1) the ability of providers to customize and personalize 
online news delivery; and (2) the capacity to participate on online news sites, 
through interaction, comments, sharing of stories through social media, and in 
some instances the contribution of material; 
3. As a result, the downturn in newspaper readerships is structural rather than 
cyclical, for two reasons. First, low levels of newspaper readership are 
particularly apparent among younger people, who tend to attribute less 
importance to print media. Second, online news sources are increasingly used 
as a substitute for physical newspapers. Internet advertising revenues have 
now surpassed newspaper advertising revenues in the United States, and 
patterns of media use would suggest that this decline will accelerate – print 
still accounted for 29% of advertising spend in 2011, but only 7% of the time 
that people were spending with media (Meeker, 2012); 
4. For newspaper businesses, the transition to online offers new opportunities. 
Tablet devices such as the Apple iPad and Galaxy Tab offer new ways of 
combining the affordances of online with the mobility of print. At the same 
time, the value chain for online news production is very different, and there 
are new competitors. One trend in the areas of sports – traditionally a major 
attractor of readers to newspapers – is that the sports bodies are developing 
their own news sites, which are hiring journalists and taking readers from the 
traditional news media. To take one example, in the 12 months since it 
commenced, the web site for the Australian Football League now has 500,000 
viewers per day during the winter football season, 1.3 million people have 
downloaded its app, 40,000 pay $50 a year for a premium service, and the site 
hires 40 multimedia journalists (Lagan, 2012). This is a worldwide trend in 
sports journalism, and in other niche areas, such as financial journalism and 
technology journalism, where major companies will create their own 
newsrooms; 
5. There are considerable structural costs associated with transition to digital, and 
print production has traditionally had high fixed costs (plant and equipment 
etc.). The question remains as to whether to continue to produce a print 
version of the newspaper on a daily basis, or to go to “online-only” models. In 
the United States since 2008, the cities of Denver, Oakland, Seattle, New 
Orleans, Baltimore, Cincinnati, Detroit, Ann Arbor and Albuquerque, among 
others, have seen their city newspaper either close down completely, go to 
online-only, or be produced in print version 2-3 days a week with news on 
other days being online only (Hirst, 2012).  
6. Online advertising revenues are considerably lower than those that have 
traditionally been available for print newspapers. In the U.S. context, the Pew 
Research Centre estimates that with every reader who moves from print to 
digital, $7 are lost from the print sale, whereas only $1 is made up from the 
digital sale (Rosentiel et. al, 2012). In the Australian context, it was estimated 
by the then-CEO of News Limited John Hartigan that an online reader was 
worth about 10% of that of a print reader in terms of equivalent advertiser 
spend (Janda, 2009), and there would be every reason to believe that this ratio 
has since fallen.  
 
All of these transformations in the news business co-exist with an intensified debate 
about the social role of journalism. The question of whether the problems of the 
traditional news media entail a crisis of information in democratic societies inevitably 
raises the question of whether these traditional news outlets have been doing their job 
well, and whether their current problems are in part the result of failing to live up to 
their own ideals to act as the “Fourth Estate”, informing the public and questioning 
those with power on the public’s behalf. In his analysis of the state of play of 
journalism in the United States, Todd Gitlin (2009) identified the following as 
elements of a “perfect storm” for journalism as we have known it: 
 1. A precipitous drop in newspaper circulation numbers and advertising revenues 
(both classified and print), that has been accentuated by economic downturn 
since the global financial crisis of 2008; 
2. A dramatic fall in share prices for commercial media businesses, many of 
which acquired high levels of debt in the 2000s, and which appear to be 
struggling to develop new business models for the Internet economy; 
3. A shift in the “attention economy” of media users, who deal with media 
proliferation by seeking multi-media combinations, and spending less time 
consuming any single media product or service; 
4. A crisis of authority for professional journalism arising from the shift from the 
‘high modernist’ era of crusading investigative journalism and one-off features 
towards the 24-hour news cycle and the need to continuously reproduce news 
around familiar themes and formats; 
5. A growing public distrust of journalists as increasingly being seen as the 
conduits for material provided to them by well-funded political, business and 
other special interests.  
 
These technological developments and business model transformations have occurred 
at a time when claims to the uniqueness of journalism as a profession have been 
contested. Barbie Zelizer (2004) has argued that journalism has to be ultimately 
understood as a culture, and those who self-define as journalists ‘employ collective, 
often tacit knowledge to become members of the group and maintain their 
membership over time’ (2005: 200). Similarly, Mark Deuze (2005) argued that 
journalism is ultimately an occupational ideology shared among those who self-
classify as journalists. Ideology is understood here in the dual sense of being ‘a 
system of beliefs characteristic of a particular group, including—but not limited to—
the general process of the production of meanings and ideas within that group’, and as 
a process whereby ‘the sum of ideas and views—notably on social and political 
issues—of a particular group is shaped over time, but also as a process by which other 
ideas and views are excluded or marginalised’ (2005: 445). Certain myths inform this 
professional ideology, particularly that of the ‘journalist as hero’, which has been a 
staple of films and television programs about journalists, from the 1976 film All the 
President’s Men to the currnet HBO series The Newsroom (McNair, 2011).  
 
Daniel Hallin (1994) argued that the period from the 1960s to the late 1980s was one 
of ‘high modernism’ in American journalism, ‘an era when the historically troubled 
role of the journalist seemed fully rationalised, when it seemed possible for the 
journalist to be powerful and prosperous and at the same time independent, 
disinterested, public-spirited, and trusted and beloved by everyone, from the corridors 
of power around the world to the ordinary citizen and consumer’ (1994: 172). Hallin 
noted that there were inherent problems with journalists seeking to fill a vacuum in 
political institutions and public debate. One reason was that journalists are often ‘too 
close to the powerful institutions whose actions need to be discussed’ (1994: 175). 
Another problem is that the commercial nature of news makes it difficult for 
journalists in large, mainstream organisations to veer too far from what they perceive 
to be ‘public sentiment’, or to get too far offside with any major political entity, for 
fear of losing audience or market share. Hallin also argued that the journalistic ideal 
of objectivity tended to generate a focus on ‘attributions, passive voice constructions, 
and the substitution of technical for moral or political judgements [that] is largely 
designed to conceal the voice of the journalist’ (1994: 176). In all instances, what has 
been missing is a dialogic conception of the role of journalists, as people who 
communicate with, rather than to, their publics (Deuze, 2005).  
 
Access to quality information sources has long been at the heart of quality journalism, 
but this reliance on contacts generates its own problems. It is no coincidence that 
Woodward and Bernstein worked at the Washington Post, and not in Montana or 
Arkansas; being located in the heart of the American political beast—Washington, 
DC—and with a well-resourced newspaper behind them, they could successfully 
pursue source-led investigative journalism. But this insider access generates its own 
forms of capture. At its most overt, the mass acceptance of the ‘Weapons of Mass 
Destruction’ rationale for the invasion of Iraq in 2003 among journalists has 
represented an ongoing crisis of legitimacy, accentuated after 2008 by the general 
failure to observe the fragilities in the financial system that would lead to the Global 
Financial Crisis. More generally, one can simply count the number of phrases such as 
‘Sources close to the Prime Minister/President say’, ‘Government officials say’, or 
‘Well-placed insiders say’ in the stories of many feature writers, columnists, political 
correspondents, and front-page newspaper stories to get a sense of the extent of the 
reliance of much mainstream journalism upon official sources, and the relations of 
dependence this generates. This has become increasingly sophisticated in recent years 
with the rise of what Ward (2003) terms the ‘PR state’, where government 
management of media through public relations moves beyond issue-based ‘spin’ to 
highly coordinated information management strategies, and where large-scale 
government advertising aimed at ‘selling’ new policies becomes a vital part of the 
revenue stream of commercial media organisations (Young 2006). Indeed, many have 
noted that it is increasingly political satire, as seen in US programs such as Jon 
Stewart’s The Daily Show and The Colbert Report to comment irreverently on 
developments in politics, and to develop insights that one would expect leading 
political journalists to be more attuned to (Harrington, 2012).  
 
Is Alternative Journalism the Answer? 
 
Noting the current crisis of news business models, and the range of criticisms made of 
established news journalists, there would appear to be considerable opportunity for 
alternative to emerge. In the second half of the 2000s, much attention was given to 
blogging, citizen journalism and alternative online-only news sites to present 
themselves as alternative sources of news journalism. Sites such as OhMyNews in 
South Korea, Malaysiakini in Malaysia, New Matilda and The Global Mail in 
Australia, Open Democracy in the U.K. as well as the global Indymedia and Global 
Voices movements, are cited as examples of an embryonic alternative, driven by 
bottom-up citizen journalism and a closer relationship to their reader-contributors. 
More recently, the startling emergence of Wikileaks, self-described as ‘an 
uncensorable system for untraceable mass document leaking’ (Moss, 2010), has 
seemed to many to epitomize the spirit of the global and digital counter-publics that 
the Internet has brought forth, successfully exploiting key affordances of the 
contemporary communications environment to pursue a mission of radical 
transparency and accountability of global political and economic elites to the global 
online community (Flew and Wilson, 2012).  
 
Such developments are in line with what Bill Dutton (2011) has termed the rise of the 
‘Fifth Estate’, and Yochai Benkler (2011) has termed a ‘networked Fourth Estate’, 
where: 
 
non-profit [organizations] focused on bringing to light direct, documentary 
evidence about government behavior so that many others, professional and 
otherwise, can analyse the evidence and search for instances that justify public 
criticism. Like the emerging party presses, they act out of political conviction. 
And … [they use] uses a combination of volunteerism, global presence, and 
decentralized action to achieve its results (Benkler, 2011: 55).  
 
Such approaches are consistent with a form of campaigning journalism that has clear 
antecedents in the investigative tradition, and earlier movements such as the 
‘muckrakers’ of the early 20th century, and challenge assumptions that there is a clear 
divide between professional journalists who adhere to the highest ethical standards 
and are the privileged insiders in terms of information access, and a less ethical and 
less professional coterie of online amateurs. They would be consistent with what John 
Keane (2009) has termed monitorial democracy, concerned with: 
 
solving a basic problem facing contemporary democracies: how to promote 
the unfinished business of finding new ways of democratic living for little 
people in big and complex societies, in which substantial numbers of citizens 
believe that politicians are not easily trusted, and in which governments are 
often accused of abusing their power or being out of touch with citizens, or 
simply unwilling to deal with their concerns and problems (Keane, 2009: 354). 
 Looking back from the very optimistic heights of the late 2000s, we can make some 
observations about the blogging/citizen journalism movement as an alternative 
grassroots form of monitorial online media that could challenge the practices of 
conventional journalism and the conventions of mainstream news media: 
 
1. The sustainability of all of these online ventures has proven to be a challenge. 
Many sites have a hand-to-mouth existence, reliant upon donations and 
volunteer labour, akin to earlier community media models (Atton, 2008). As 
such, they struggle to achieve the critical mass required to transform the 
overall news media environment. Those sites that have broken through in 
terms of critical mass, such as Huffington Post and The Daily Beast in the 
United States, have done so through a combination of rich benefactors and 
practices for acquiring and aggregating media content that have generated 
considerable concerns among contributors, and other content producers, about 
exploitation of their labour and intellectual property; 
2. There is a risk of underestimating the adaptiveness of established media. 
While established news organisations face difficulties in terms of disruption to 
conventional business models and the sustainability of their operations on 
their current scale, they also possess considerable advantages in a more 
competitive news media environment. These include brand reputation, a 
skilled workforce with well-established contacts and credibility, and an 
already existing user/audience base. For the examples of news media 
organisations faltering or failing in the convergent media environment, others 
have thrived e.g. while TIME and Newsweek are struggling to survive, 
publications such as The Economist and Financial Times are performing well. 
The reach that online distribution enables is enormous: Guardian Online 
(U.K.) is now estimated to have 49 million online readers worldwide, as 
compared to under 200,000 sales of its print product in the U.K.; 
3. The challenge is the relationship between access to news and access to 
opinion. As opinion costs little to produce and distribute online, the Internet 
has a lot of it. As the gathering of original news requires the investment of 
time and resources, it is more difficult to produce. The risk is that, in order to 
manage costs, news organisations increasingly rely upon the circulation of 
pre-existing material rather than gathering their own information. This of 
course opens up considerable risks for the manipulation of news agendas. In 
Australia, the number of media advisers to Federal government ministers in 
2012 is double that of a decade ago, and three times that in the 1990s (Cleary, 
2012). This is at a time when the two major newspaper organisations – News 
Limited and Fairfax – announced in June 2012 that they were laying off about 
20-30% of their journalists across Australia; 
4. The other risk is that access to information becomes increasingly stratified on 
the basis of capacity to pay for it. In Australia, we are perhaps coming to the 
end of a 15-year experiment in making all online news free, and relying upon 
online advertising revenues to cover costs. What is looking like occurring is 
that what can be termed “commodity” news remains freely available – 
celebrity gossip, funny videos off YouTube, sports results, a variety of opinion 
sites – while more analytical or investigative pieces are only available to site 
subscribers. An example of this in Australia is News Limited’s decision to 
make The Australian available only through subscription, while the 
news.com.au site contains free content. If this is increasingly the case, then 
does it have implications for the relationship of news media to citizen 
participation in politics and public life? 
5. The future positioning of public service media organisations will be critical in 
this future news environment. They have been undergoing the transformation 
from being public service broadcasters (PSBs) to public service media (PSMs) 
by becoming convergent multi-platform operations. In doing so, they 
increasingly challenge the business models of commercial media, by 
continuing to provide free news as well as analysis, opinion and interpretation, 
all at no cost. The debate about whether PSMs are “crowding out” established 
commercial media has begun to develop in Britain and Europe, and may well 
get traction in other environments.  
 
Finally, I want to consider the issues arising from the rise of Wikileaks for the 
discussion I have developed here. WikiLeaks is a highly relevant case study in the 
issues that arise around Keane’s (2009) conception of democracy taking an 
increasingly ‘monitory’ form, Castells’ (2009) understanding of power and 
citizenship as increasingly networked and global, and Benkler’s (2006, 2011) notion 
of a networked public sphere. Around all of these theories of the 21st century polity in 
an age of networked global media and a more open and participatory media culture 
lies the question of who may be the new champions of the public sphere and 
democratic ideals if it is not traditional parliamentary representatives, political parties 
and large-scale news media outlets. The case of WikiLeaks presents us with a picture 
of both the opportunities and limitations that arise from computer hackers taking on 
the role of investigative journalists, and stepping into the networked space of the 
contemporary, and increasingly global, public sphere. 
 
On the positive side, Wikileaks drew upon its ‘outsider’ status, and its critical distance 
from the established sources of power, to become a trusted conduit for the mass 
distribution of information from ‘insiders’, that it could be argued that it was in the 
public interest to make available. Certainly, in a democratic society, the importance of 
having full access to diplomatic information so that the actions of government can be 
subject to critical scrutiny and democratic deliberation, and not simply kept from the 
public by virtue of ‘reasons of state’, is an argument with a long history in democratic 
theory and practice. It is a course of action, for instance, that is consistent with earlier 
traditions of investigative journalism, such as the publication of the “Pentagon 
Papers” in 1971, updating such techniques to an age of digital networks and 
ubiquitous information. It is for such reasons that Julian Assange, the peripatetic 
Australian IT maven who founded WikiLeaks, has received awards such as the Gold 
Medal of the Sydney Peace Foundation for ‘championing people's right to know and 
has challenged the centuries old tradition that governments are entitled to keep the 
public in a state of ignorance’ and being ‘engaged in a … generational struggle for a 
proposition that citizens have a right and a duty to scrutinise the state’ (Sydney Peace 
Foundation, 2011).  In so far as WikiLeaks provides a securely encrypted framework 
for large-scale whistleblowing through the leaking of large amounts of digital data, 
there will be a lot more of such activities in the near future: we can speak of a 
‘WikiLeaks Effect’ in information counter-flows that exists almost independently of 
the nature of the person or organization that chooses to pursue such avenues. 
 
On the other hand, some of the limitations of the WikiLeaks model are increasingly 
apparent (Flew and Liu, 2011): 
 
• It has proven to be enormously reliant upon its charismatic figurehead, Julian 
Assange, whose ongoing legal issues in Europe have come to overtake interest 
in the site itself. As such, it has faced the problems that Lovink and Riemers 
(2010) identified as being a Single Person Organisation (SPO) based upon 
charismatic leadership. They argue that ‘SPOs are recognizable, exciting, 
inspiring, and easy to feature in the media. Their sustainability, however, is 
largely dependent on the actions of their charismatic leader, and their 
functioning is difficult to reconcile with democratic values. This is also why 
they are difficult to replicate and do not scale up easily’; 
• It has faced an inherent problem in its interpretation of accountability, which 
is that there was a level of accountability is demanded of others (governments, 
diplomats etc.) that did not exist, and probably could not exist, within 
Wikileaks. As such, it does not provide a good model for a more participatory 
form of journalism that actively engages its readership, rather than providing 
them with what it considers to be important; 
• Wikileaks also wrestles with a dilemma in terms of its balance of fact and 
advocacy. Julian Assange has himself proposed that WikiLeaks has presented 
the possibilities for a new form of ‘scientific journalism’ that ‘allows you to 
read a news story, then to click online to see the original document it is based 
on. That way you can judge for yourself: Is the story true? Did the journalist 
report it accurately?’ (Assange, 2010). However, WikiLeaks is in practice 
associated with a particular stand in international affairs – particularly that of 
opposition tot eh actions of the United States and its allies – that clearly 
position it as being on the political left. Assange’s more recent ventures onto 
Russian state television, where he has interviewed the leader of Hezbollah and 
Venezuela’s Hugo Chavez, as well as seeking political asylum in Ecuador 
after interviewing its left-wing leader Rafael Correa, would confirm this 
hypothesis; 
• Finally, WikiLeaks’ activities were reliant upon the existence of large media 
organisations, such as The New York Times and The Guardian, to get the 
250,000 U.S. diplomatic cables into public circulation.  Such an action 
continues to acknowledge that, in terms of reaching the broader community, 
the significance of mainstream media has not yet been overtaken by the 
tsunami of online sources. That may yet change, as it becomes easier to direct 
online traffic to online-only sites, but it is not where we have arrived at this 
particular historical juncture.   
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